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LY earliest dated recollection is of a band marching down
Seventh Avenue, leading a column of straggling men in oilcloth
caps and capes who carried lighted torches and chanted "Elaine,
Blaine, James G. Elaine."
Neither the slogan nor the political campaign in 1884 meant
anything to me, bat the lights, music, scuffling feet and gruff
voices aroused my interest and lured me from the house. With-
out hat or coat, I edged into the street. When an alert, stocky
little man at the end of the parade grinned at me invitingly, I fell
in beside him and marched down to Fourteenth Street, across to
Third Avenue and on down the Bowery. I never returned to the
old house on Seventh Avenue; nearly a year later when I ventured
into the neighbourhood it was vacant.
I was then about eight years old and desperately unhappy.
Calamitous events in recent months had left me stranded in a
world I hated and could not understand. Why had we left Havana?
Why were we in this strange city? Why had my father and mother
died so suddenly and mysteriously? Where was Sara, the old
Creole who had been nurse, friend and companion all my life? To
these and other questions no less agonizing I could find HO answers
then, and some of them remain mysteries still. All I knew was that
home, Tia Isobel, Tio Manuel, relatives, fiiends, everyone I had
known and loved, were gone. They were now confused and
shadowy dreams, into which intruded a cold and terrifying night-
mare called New York.
After the funeral Tony, a friend of my father's, had taken me
down to his house on Seventh Avenue, but he seemed to be aware
of my presence only of a Saturday night and Sunday, when the
drudgery of his work and his dour disposition were softened by
wine. And his nagging, slattern wife never ceased reminding me
that I was an unwelcome addition to the family. No one bothered
to explain why I was not allowed to leave the house; why I was
avoided as something unclean, or dangerous. I was thinking
vaguely about running away, when the parade crystallized an
attractive idea into an accomplished fact*